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Completion is the key when it comes to advanced educa-
tion.  To fully enjoy the benefits of  higher knowledge 
and skills, one must graduate.  Dropping in for a couple 
of  courses at the local campus rarely makes much of  a 
difference for long-term student success.  Therefore, it is 
vitally important that states ensure that students have the 
opportunity to pursue the full range of  higher education 
pathways that not only increase the likelihood of  college 
completion, but also landing good careers.

A too often underutilized strategy – but one that can 
deliver greater income returns than associate and even 
some bachelor’s degrees – is certificates.  And for students 
balancing the jobs they must have with the advanced 
education they desire – a situation faced by most American 
college students today – completing a certificate can be the 
most direct path to college completion and career success. 

Against this backdrop, Certificates Count: An Analy-
sis of  Sub-baccalaureate Certificates calls attention 
to the significant value of  certificate programs 
– practical and often underutilized credentials 
that can provide graduates with an appealing 
combination of  rapid postsecondary achievement 
and portable skills and knowledge. Certificates 
can position graduates for immediate workforce 
success, while establishing solid foundations for 
future academic achievement. For these reasons, 
Certificates Count, advocates for a national goal to 
double the number of  long-term certificates pro-
duced within the next five years, and then double 
that number again over the subsequent five years.

However, this study does not simply advocate the 
expansion of  certificates on an across-the-board 
basis. It draws attention to important distinctions 
between certificate programs: length of  program, 
subjects studied, program quality, and availability 
by geographical region.

executive summary
Certificates Count: An Analysis of Sub-baccalaureate Certificates

Since President Obama took office, he has repeatedly called for the United States to sig-
nificantly improve its postsecondary education performance. One goal in particular has 
gained wide attention: the President’s declaration that in an ever more competitive global 
marketplace, the United States must once again lead the world in college attainment, 
challenging Americans to complete at least one year of  education past high school.

Certificates are heavily concentrated in healthcare

For certificates to make a decisive contribution to U.S. 
postsecondary preparedness, states and institutions must 
ensure that certificate programs are of  high quality, rigor-
ous enough to have real value, tailored to the job market, 
widely available, and designed for timely completion. 

What are certificates and who earns them?
Certificates, sometimes known as technical certificates or 
technical diplomas, are credentials issued by educational 
institutions that indicate completion of  a discrete program 
of  study or series of  courses. The most popular programs, 
making up some 43 percent of  all certificates, are in 
healthcare. Fields like business and technology also attract 
large numbers of  students, who are generally eligible for 
federal and state financial aid.

About 750,000 certificates were awarded in 2007-2008, the 
most recent year for which data are available. That num-
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ber represents a modest increase over the past decade (but 
a decline from the one million-plus certificates that were 
awarded in 1992-1993, before a regulatory crackdown on 
unscrupulous practices by some trade schools). A little 
more than half  of  all certificates are awarded by public 
sector institutions, mostly community colleges. About four 
in ten are granted by for-profit institutions.

On the demographic front, women account for close to 
two-thirds of  certificate-holders. Certificates are also 
particularly appealing to black and Hispanic students, 

who earn about 
one-third of  
all certificates, 
compared to 
20 percent of  
all bachelor’s 
degrees. As 
with over-
all certificate 
numbers, there 
is a substantial 
gender imbal-

ance among minorities, with black and Hispanic men earn-
ing less than half  the number of  certificates received by 
minority women.

Certificate programs vary enormously in length. Some 

require less than one academic year of  study. Oth-
ers take a year or longer to complete for students 
enrolled full time. A modest number of  programs, 
accounting for less than 5 percent of  all certificate 
awards, take two to four years of  full-time study 
to complete. In recent years, there has been rapid 
growth in the awarding of  short-term certificates, 
which have increased by 40 percent since 1997-98. 
Longer-term certificate during the same period 
have grown by 18 percent. 

The certificate payoff 
Economists and policymakers increasingly agree 
on the importance of  human capital to economic 
advancement, both for individuals and for na-
tions. This consensus is driven in part by research 
showing the labor market returns to even one 
additional year of  schooling are significant.

However, very little research has focused specifi-
cally on sub-baccalaureate credentials, and the 
findings that do exist on the economic benefits of  
certificates do not distinguish between programs 
of  different lengths. At the state level, research 

on the value of  certificates is also imperfect because many 
states simply do not make a routine practice of  analyzing 
the labor-market payoff  of  credentials issued by any post-
secondary institutions within their borders.

Fortunately, some states do gather this data and have 
produced significant findings about the earnings returns 
to certificates. Their broad conclusion is this: overall, high 
quality certificate programs can significantly boost the 
likelihood of  student academic and career success. 

This state-level research clearly shows, however, that all 
certificates are not created equal. Long-term certificates 
have significantly higher labor market value than short-
term certificates because of  their greater technical and 
academic rigor, and because of  the wider range of  job-
related skills they provide graduates. Certificates of  one 
year or more are consistently linked to increased earnings. 
Moreover, individuals who complete long-term programs 
of  study make significantly more money than those who 
enroll in these programs but do not complete them. By 
contrast, students who complete short-term certificates do 
not earn much more than those who enroll in such pro-
grams but do not complete them.

Research in Kentucky, for example, found that increases 
in average income for those who earned certificates of  at 

Some definitions: Certificates are awarded by educational 
institutions to indicate completion of  a program of  study that 
does not culminate in a degree.  Sub-baccalaureate certificates 
come in three categories based on length of  study:

Certificates for programs designed for completion in less 
than one academic year;

Certificates for programs designed for completion in at 
least one but less than two academic years; and,

Certificates for programs designed for completion in at 
least two but less than four academic years.  

Certificates are not the same as certifications or licenses, which 
are typically awarded by third party, standard-setting bodies 
(not academic institutions), based on an assessment process that 
recognizes competencies in a particular occupational specialty 
as measured against a set of  standards.  Public-regulated bod-
ies at the state or local level may grant licenses; private parties 
award most certifications.  Individuals may or may not prepare 
for certification or licensure tests through academic study and 
they are only infrequently tied to academic awards.  

A national goal to double 
the number of  long-term 
certificates produced within 
the next five years, and then 
double that number again 
over the subsequent five years
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An under-utilized credential 
Given what we know about how much more long-term 
certificates add to a graduate’s earning power than short-
term credentials, the rapid growth of  short-term awards 
in recent years is troubling. Short-term rewards may be 
helpful in updating the skills of  adult workers who are well 
launched in their occupations and who have good earnings 
history. But there is much room for skepticism about their 
labor market value for young adults, or for older and dislo-
cated workers seeking to start a new occupation.

Policymakers and practitioners should also be concerned 
about the seemingly haphazard nature of  the way states 
approach certificate production. There is striking varia-
tion among the states in total certificate awards relative 
to the population: Georgia, Kentucky, Wisconsin, Arizona, 
and Kansas 
produce 10 to 
15 times as 
many cer-
tificates on 
a per-capita 
basis as do 
Hawaii, Nevada, Montana, and every state in the North-
east.

There is similarly wide variation among the states in 
the length of  certificates produced. Indeed, the reason 
Kentucky, Louisiana, and Illinois are among the largest 
producers of  certificates on a per capita basis is that they 
produce large numbers of  less valuable short-term creden-
tials. Wyoming, Oklahoma, and Arkansas produce mostly 
longer-term certificates. Arizona, Kansas, and Florida stand 
out as leaders in per capita certificate production both for 
programs of  all lengths and for longer-term programs.

Some of  this variation may be attributed to structural 

least one year were nearly identical to returns from associ-
ate degrees: almost 40 percent for women and around 20 
percent for men. However, short-term certificates resulted 
in a much smaller increase. Men who completed certifi-
cate programs lasting less than one year earned about 10 
percent more than those who did not complete, while the 
earnings advantage for women in these short-term pro-
grams was only about 3 percent. 

Field of  study is also tightly correlated with the labor-mar-
ket returns of  certificates. All of  the national and state level 
research indicates that longer-term certificates in virtu-
ally all areas of  nursing and allied healthcare produce the 
strongest returns. Certificates in technology, construction 
trades, and mechanic and repair trades also produce positive 
returns. By contrast, certificates in service occupations and 
the humanities do not yield consistently positive returns.

In some fields the median earnings of  long-term certifi-
cate earners are equal to, or higher than, those who have 
obtained associate degrees, particularly when those associ-
ate degrees are in non-occupational fields and students who 
earned the credential did not go on to complete a bachelor’s 
degree. Field of  study is also important for short-term 
certificates, but because earnings outcomes are not strongly 
positive, the relative returns by field are not nearly as con-
sequential as at the long-term certificate level. 

Long-term certificates have one additional advantage: 
they can be completed quickly, particularly in colleges that 
are focused exclusively on certificate programs. Those 
institutions report completion rates two or three times 
faster than at colleges that offer both associates degrees 
and certificates. This may be attributable in part to highly 
structured “built-for-completion” program organization in 
certificate-only colleges that tend to work more effectively 
for students with time and economic pressures.

Long-term certificate production variation, per capita

Certificates of  one year or 
more are consistently  

linked to increased earnings
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differences in the economies of  these states.  It may be 
that some regional economies in the Northeast states of  
New York, New Jersey and Connecticut, for example, do 
not offer as many employment opportunities for certifi-
cate completers as might be the case in other states. But 
institutional culture and state policy probably play an even 

more significant role than economic factors. Differences in 
community college certificate offerings, both in numbers 
and in fields of  study, even within the same state, suggest 
that program offerings may have less to do with labor 
market needs than with the interests of  faculty or college 
leadership and the inertia of  resource-allocation practices.

five years, and then double that number again over 
the subsequent five years.

3. Reward long-term certificates. States should use 
funding formulas and other policy incentives to 
support robust certificate programs of  one year or 
more. Shorter-term programs that lack significant 
labor-market payoffs should be discouraged.

4. Collect outcomes data, and promote labor-
market alignment and consistent program offer-
ings. States should collect and rigorously analyze 
data on labor market returns to certificates, and 
provide effective external oversight of  certificate 
programs to ensure that these credentials have di-
rect relevance to high-demand occupations. States 
should also promote greater consistency in pro-
gram offerings and content in community college 
certificate programs. Today, major differences in 
programs are confusing to students and prospec-
tive employers, and create barriers to the kind of  
careful outcomes assessment that could improve 
program performance.

5. Focus on program completion. Federal and state 
policymakers should work with colleges to signifi-
cantly improve certificate completion rates. “Built-
for-completion” programs are a promising model 
because their course schedules and enrollment op-
tions are focused tightly on the needs of  students. 
Program completion could also be improved with 
better alignment between certificate programs and 
associate degree programs.

None of  these recommendations by itself  will 
fully maximize the value of  certificates. But taken 
together these measures would go a long way to-
ward expanding the number of  high-quality, prac-
tical, and valuable credentials earned by American 
students, and making the United States once again 
the leader in postsecondary attainment.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
Complete College America believes that to signifi-
cantly boost America’s postsecondary graduation 
rate we must reinvent higher education to meet 
the needs of  the new majority of  students. These 
learners must balance the jobs they need with the 
education they desire.

Certificates are an important part of  the solution. 
There is good reason to believe that expanded ac-
cess to proven certificate programs of  one year or 
more can help states build skilled workforces and 
boost wages. Yet there is wide variation among the 
states in certificate production, overall, by sector, 
and especially among community colleges. While 
many states effectively use certificates as part of  a 
broad-based public post-secondary education strat-
egy, most could do better.

To maximize the potential certificates hold for 
helping individuals and securing America’s com-
petitiveness, Certificates Count makes the following 
recommendations:

1. Count certificates toward attainment goals. Sub-
baccalaureate certificates of  a year or more offer 
underappreciated and undeveloped potential to con-
tribute to national, state, and college-level targets 
for educational attainment and skills development. 
To truly fulfill this potential, they need to be count-
ed toward attainment goals. They should also be 
defined consistently and counted on a uniform basis.

2. Set aggressive goals. The federal government 
and the states should set aggressive goals for long-
term certificate production and help colleges meet 
them. Some states that award comparatively few 
long-term certificates may be able to quickly and 
significantly ramp up production of  these certifi-
cates. The United States should double the number 
of  long-term certificates produced within the next 
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Appendix 1: Summary of Sub-Baccalaureate Certificates Awarded All Title IV Institutions, By Length, By Sec-
tor 2007-08
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Appendix 2: Summary of Sub-Baccalaureate Certificates Awarded All Title IV Institutions, By Length, By Pro-
gram Category 2007-08
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Appendix 3: All Certificate Awards by State By Sector and Public as a Percentage of the Total 2007-08
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Appendix 4: All Certificates and Public Sector Certificates By State per 10,000 Population, Ranked, 2007-08
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Appendix 5: Certificate Awards by State as a Percentage of All Sub-Baccalaureate Completions, 2007-08
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Appendix 6: Certificate Awards by State Per 10,000 Population, 2007-08
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Appendix 7: All Sub-Baccalaureate Awards by State, Per 10,000 Population, 2007-08
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Appendix 8: Associate’s Degrees and Certificates Awarded by Public Two-Year Institutions, 2007-08
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Appendix 9: Public Two-Year Degree-Granting Institutions Certificates as a Percentage of all Sub-Baccalaure-
ate Completions, 2007-08
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Appendix 10: Associate Degrees and Long Term Certificates Per Population, Ranked by State, Community 
Colleges Only, 2007-08
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